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One more round wilh espionage 
bu Moses and joshua 

A BIBLE LESSON ON SPYING 

John M. Cardwell 

For the past few years the Central Intelligence Agency has come under 
considerable scrutiny. Major issues have been raised regarding oversight and control, 
the intent being t6 insure accountability and legality. With the advent of the Carter 
administration, th1e issue of morality has also been made a major concern. Today the 
CIA and the natiJn are confronted with a perolexing situation: how can we engage in 
secret operationslwith oversight of these operations lying essentially in the DUbJic 
domain (Congress) and conduct inherently insidious soying activities that must also 
conform to traditional non-spying standards of ethical conduct and morality. 

I In an eHort to seek some solutions to these oroblems, it is natural that we should 
· explore historicai orecedents to- determine what lessons and insights the past might 

offer. One rich s6urce of information that should not be overlooked is the Holy Bible. 
The purDQse thetefore of this discussion is to explore. the issue of spying as it occurs in 
the Bible and eiamine the lessons it might offer. Perhaps new perspectives can be 
found that will o'ffer guidance regarding how" .. . one Nation, under God ... "should 
go about the bLsiness of spying. 

The subject I of SDYing appeardn numer~us t>laces throughout the Old ~nd . New 
Testament.' Spids were used by the Israelites against their adversaries, and on occasion 
various factions jwilhin the tribes of Israel used SJ:)ies against each other. In the New 
Testament, spie~ were used by the political forces ODDOsed to the emerging Christian 
movement and ~Y members of the early Christian church to Drotect itself. There are 
many additional incidents in which individuals clearly engaged in est>ionage activities 
but are not no}mally referenced using those terms. For examt>le, Judas could be 
described as ha~ing been a secret agent for the Sanhedrin because of his role in the 

I 
betrayal of Jesus. 

Soying as ln activity is not treated. as an issue in either the Old or the New 
Testaments and is discussed or mentioned only as an event worth reporting. As a 
conseQuence, t~e lessons to be learned from examining the Scrit>tures must be inferred 
in the context b£ narrative experiences. Guidance to be derived from the study of 
biblical sJ:)ying 1events is therefore subjective and de-pendent uDOn the approach and 

I 
depth from which inferences are drawn. In this discussion, however, the_ objective has 
been to emDh~size the facts and keeD interJ:)retations to a minimum. 

The earliJst mention of SDYing in the Old Testament occurs in the story of 
Joseoh.' After jJoset>h had _been sold by his brothers into bondage and had later 
maneuvered himself into a DOSition of influence in the EgyJ:)tian government, his 

1 All referel dted In this article can be found in the Hol11 Btble, RevUe<! Standard Version, Thomas 
Nelson and Sons.j New York. 1959. 

• Genesis 42:6-17 
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brothers came to Egypt to buy food during a famine. The\' were brought before 
Joseph but d id not recognize him. Joseph, however. did recognize them, and in an 
eHort to hide his recognition. accused them of coming to Egypt not to buy food but to 
spy. Evidently spying was an established fact of life. well famil iar to Joseph. 

There are only tw~ .sp¥! ~g i~<;i~_.~ts Jn iht.' Rible in which methods and sources 
::.re discussed in any dert.l; a·nd both occur in the Old Test::.ment. The rirst incident 
occ·urred under the direct ion of Moses shortly after he led the lsraf.'lites out of Egypt. J 

They had camped in the wilderness of Par::.n nf'::.r the bound:Hy of the Promised 
L::.nd. ::.nd Moses used spies to det<'rmin<' what the Promised L::.nd was like. The 
second occurred approximately 40 yean. bter undc•r the direction of Joshua. • At that 
time, the Israelites had completed their sojourn in thf' desert ::.nd wN e ::.gain about to 
enter the Promised Land. There is a remarkable contr::.st not only in terms of methods · 
and sources used by these two outstanding biblical leaders, but also in the different 
administrative procedures governing these two oper;~tions and the- kinds of people
involved. From a':' an;~lysis of these two operations, biblical e~perience and 
perspectives with - respect to spying are r(·vealed.i 

The children of lsr::.el were divided intn 12 tril>t>S. or brnily groups, e;u:h trilx• 
h::.ving its own le:~ders and hicr<~rclly . The socit."ty was preclominanth· patriar<:hal in 
n::.ture with the leader of each tribe <~Cling as a kind o£ benevole-nt dictator or ~m·ernnr 
over his group. In him was vested the r<•sponsihilit~· fur providing administrative•, )(>g~. 
milit::.ry, ·SOCial, economic, ::.nd rt'liglc1us ~uid;Hl<.·c· ;.~ncl leaclcrshin. Moses w;.~s\the 
overall leader and SI>Okesman of the tril><'s hut ht' c•:•wrdscd final authnrity onh· upon 
the consensus of the people ::.ncltlw le::.clcrs of lh<'. 12 tribes. Fort~· y<'ars later Josllua 
occ:upif'll roughly the same nositim·, as MnS<·s. n;,tl• mc~n. thc·rdort•, wt>r<' nnt absolute· 
rulc·rs uf th<' trilx-s of Israel. Tht' f>Cnplc• {·oulcl. ami cl(·c:asionalh· did. rt>kct thc·ir 
lc·~dt·rshi p. 

MoSt'S concluctt'<l tht.' earlit'!\1 spyin~ opNalinn rc~c:or<lt•d in the BihiC'. As 
prcvinu~ly rncmtionccl. 1111~ l>llfi:Kl:\4' uf this nl>t'r;Jtinn w;.~s In "sm• nut" Canaan.• lie• 
chOS<· 12 prominf'nt inclivicluals, cmc· frnrn c·a(.·l• of th~ 12 tribes, to be his spi('~ anti 
instru('t('d tlwm to ~to intn !lit' Prnm i~·cl l ~•ml and learn what the l:~nd was likt". Tu 
provide· pmnf th::.t incl<~l it was a " land flnwin~ with milk and honey," he instruclt'tl 
his spit's to rt>turn with ~mplt·s nf fruit . Thew spies spent 40 days in the l,rnrnisc'CI 
L:111cl. returnt'tl as inslructt•tl with information tl'garding the cities ::.nd the population, 
and dC'Iivc·rt'cl 5allll>lt'S of r mit. l!sxm their return, they reported their findin~~ 
publicly In Mnsc'S.ancl till' 12 trihc·s. Tlwy brought back a uniform opinion r~gardinl( 
the cit if'S, numl~r nf rwuplt'~ lay uf the land, :~nd the fact that the countrysidP wa~ 
indeed ''flowing with milk and hnnt'y ... Ten o( the spies, however, report~tlthat tlw 
people wen• ~~ ph~·sically lars.:c• ami wt>ll organized that if an invasion was attc•ml>lc·tl, 
the lsraelii('S would be df'Strnyc'CI. Only two of the spies rea:iorted that tlwy W('fl' 

confident that tht>y could succ:f't'cl and argued strenuously to go forward ·witl1 tlu· 
in-vasion . . In thl'

1 
t"nsuing public tl('bate, the lsr;telites became frightPnt'cl br till' 

·negative report j,f thl" I() spic·s ;md lost conFidence that they could sun·t'C'cl in an 
invasion. They advcl(·atc·cl stunin~,: tile two spies1 who said that an inv::.siun shuulcl ))(· 
attempted. 

• Numbe-rs 13-H 
• Jnsh~ 2 

'lntdliaen« operations by MolSC"S a1Ml Jnshua hne.prrviOusly riaur~ in " Dft-ision Trrn" l•l· l)r. •:cJ,.·in 
C. S:app, Sluclwr XVIII/.f, anti " Sdt-nliril' and T«hnicallnlelliaen«- bv Rnlll'rl M. Clark, S1udir1 .YI.'iil. 
pp. 46-47. . . \ . 

• The complete story oft~ rsJ)innallr mission (';lin be round in Numbrn t3 and Numbrrs 1-1: t -10. Thr 
consequences arc dac:ribrd· in Numbe-rs 1-t:IG-34. · 
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was distraught at the loSs of confidence bv the Israelites, especially aher 
they had been safely delivered out of Egypt and had successfully crossed the Red Sea. 

I 
Their allitude brought them dangerously close to losing their status as Cod's chosen 
people, hut Moses argued successfully on their behalf. They were nevertheless severely 
punishe~ for their failure . They were told that they would be required to remain in 
the wilderness one year for every day the spies spent in the Promised Land, that is, 40 
years frir the 40 days spent spying. They were furthermore told that everyone over the 

I 

age of 20 would be denied entry into the Promised Land, and that the only exceptions 
would \k the two spies who maintained their faith. Even Moses was told he would not 
enter tHe Promised Land, and he did not.' Thus the first spying operation discussed in 

t 
the Bible ended in failure and had disastrous consequences for the population. 

FJrty years later the Israelites found themselves again preparing to enter the 
Promi~d Land, this time under the leadership of Joshua.• Joshua was, by the way, one 
of the :two surviving spies who had participated in the operation conducted under 
Moses.j As before, there was a need to send spies into the Promised Land to get 
intelligence to support the invasion. Joshua, however, went about things quite 
diHere~tly. He chose two young men whose names are not recorded and instructed 
them t~ go into Canaan and to reconnoiter the city of Jericho." The spies went to 
JerichJ and visited a harlot named Rahab. Although the presence of the spies was 
report~d to the local authorities. Rahab hid the spies and kept them from being 
captur~d. She told the two spies that the people had been expecting an Israelite 
invasidn for some lime. She reported that-despite the fact that the city was well 
fortifiJd and the army well trained-the people were frightened of the Israelites and 
had lcist the courage to stand ·up to them. The escape of the Israelites from the 

I . 

Egyptians, their successful crossing of the Red Sea, the subsequent destruction of 
Pharabh and his armies. and their exploits during their 40 .years of wandering in the 
desert j were well known to the PeOPle and had convinced them of the Israelites' 
superiority. Rahab likewise was convinced the city would fall and made an agreement 
with t'he spies that she would help them leave the city and not reveal what she had 
told them if in return they would spare her and her family during the attack. The 
spies ~greed and with Rahab's help they ·success£ ully escaped capture and eventually 
made rtheir way back to their own people. The spies reported to Joshua everything that 
had happened, especially the information given to them by the harlot regarding the 
fear br the people. 

I 
Using this information, Joshua made plans for the invasion and reported his plan 

to thJ 12 tribes. The plan was approved, the invasion proceeded, and the attack, 
captu~e. and subsequent destruction of the city of Jericho was successful." Rahab and 

I 
her filmily were, as agreed, spared by Joshua during the battle of Jericho.11 

I 
The contrast between these two incidents is significant. Moses used 12 people, all 

amatJurs, each with both political and military responsibilities in his own tribe. Each 
was a1 prominent individual who is named in the Bible. On the other hand, Joshua 
appaientlv used two professional (throughout they were referred to only as ··spies'·) 
anon~mous (their names are not given) people to conduct his mission. Moses' spies 
brouiht back reports only of the physical characteristics of the land, whereas Joshua's 
also ieported the attitude of the people. The spies Moses sent made their report 

I 
--,~~ut~ronomy 1:37 

' 1Joshua 1:t·2 
•j~ut~ronomy 1:38 
"jT~ mission into Jericho is described in Joshua 2. 
"Joshua 3. 4. 5. 1nd 6:1· 21 
"~Joshua 6:22·25 

·- - · ·-· -·- ···. · 
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or>enly, and 1 he discussion that followed was conduct eel in public. Joshua 's spies, by 
conirast, reported only to Joshua, who then made the necessary decisions. Moses' spies, 
who also would have been principals in an}· military cactions to be taken, P.:lrticipatecl 
in the decision-making process. Joshua's ·spies neither hael leadership resoonsibilities 
nor did they part icipate in the policv·m<~king decision process. The conseQuences of 
these two operations are significantly diHerent. Moses· OJ>t'ration, conducted by 
amateurs more or less in the nuhlk domain. resulted in a Wl·akening of Moses' position 
of authority, led to a loss of I ht> people's c-onfidence in I h<-mS('I\'<•s, and precipitated an 
extended period of severe national punishment. Joshua 's OPf'ration, conducted in 
private by professionals. led In an ad1ie\'t'rnent of national destin}'. 

An implicit point is madt> n:~arding the procedures uSt·d duriug these two SJ>}·ing 
ooerations. It is not specifi<.·ally slated, but nn(' is ldt with the· inwressiun that the 12 
spies sent by Moses more or lt'SS went about thdr businc-ss :cs luurists. and the report 
they brought back is typical of tlw kind of thing that a tc"mrist would renort. Tlw 
information reported to MnS<'s l'mcsistecl both nf facts and nmdminus drawn by the 
spies. The negative report giv«>n hy the• majority of the· ~pic-s , fur e•.,ample-. rdlt'l'lt"(l 
their perception ·regarding the• t·nnSt"(JCit 'lll'e~ nf military ac·t iuu~. wl1id1, if takc•n. thn· 
would be called Ul)(m to lcacl. The• t>c·uple· a~rc·e"(l with tlw lle')!alivc· pnsilion, nell 
because of facts rel><>rtctl, lmt lwt•;msc· or lht• cic ·~:alivc· inlc'rprc•laliun gi\"c·n the•$(• fac.·ts 
by individuals or promillt'lll't•. 

· Joshua 's spies, on tht: otlwr hand. w(•nl in St't'rl'l (althr~udl thc·)· \\'c•re· clisc..·m·l'rt'lf) 
and visited a ·horlnt whu~:ave• the·m valu:chh· information rc ·~:arcliu~: tl1<; ;cllitude· of lwr 
()Cc>ple. The spies did uot iuh·rprl'l tl1is infurcnatiun hut ~implr rc·porlt'tl to Joslnc;c 
what- they had bt'C:n told. No moral jucll-(nu·nt. w;cs m:uic· rc :~ :ircli u~ tl;e. fal'l that · 
Joshua's .spies. visitc·d a harlot. ncir is ih .. iuforrn:ctii,,. pruvielc·cll1r IIC'r jucl~:c•cltu IJC• of 
Questional>l«> validity. 

The ~clation~llip IM•h,•t•e•u Hafl:.l, :mel lilt' spit'S was ;.,·icle ·uth· :cmor;cl. Nu 
conditions of "collvc•rsiou" we•rc• irupoSt·cl irctlw rt'C·ruitme·rct . luclmc·re·h· :ur a~:rc•c ·ruc·ut 
fur conspiratorial silc·m·e· iu e •.wl c :uc~:c· fur a l1arlnt's life ·. Juslcua m:~tle · ncc n't·onle'tl 
comnwnt or iud~o:mc·rct rc·~::crclin~: leis spit~· rn·ruilnwut uf ur tlw a~:rcTme·ut with tl~t • . 
harlot. Ht: did, lcm,·e·ve·r. hc111ur tlw a~:rc ·c·mc·ut. de·spilt• tlw f:cd tlc:cl he· l1acluut ~-tiYc·n 
his prior aupruv:c l :uccltccc ,k 1111 part iu m:ckiu~ il. Aflt·r tlw U:clllc· nf kridu1. H:cl1ah 
joined th" lsrac·lite·s· :wei live·el with tlu-m. Nu uwutiuu is ru:ule· or wlwtlu·r ur nul sJ,,. 
cuntinul·cltu mat·tit·c• llt'r ulclprurc-s.o;iun." ,\IJ n·fc•rc:un-s In lwr. iu both I lei' Olel aucltlle' 
N<'w Tc:sl:uuc·nt, n·fe,r lu lu·r emf}· as "Hallah lht' harlot. .. 

If lllt·rc• is a lc·s..'ifcn tniJC· Ie•arue•el. il ·,-n,ulcl :.iPJ>ear that a strnn~: <.-:1~· is m:~tlc· fur lice· 
ccuulul·t uf SP}'in~ :it·tivilie'S ire St'C·rc·l h}· pmft·ssinnals, unencurnl>e·rc'tl hr utlu·r politil·:.l 
or militar}' rc·sporcsihilith-s. :iud tical · tlwSc· proff'ssionals shnulcl - rt 'l>c,~t in St't'rl'l h; 
l1i.:li{·r authuril): who woulcl make· polic}' dt'(·isi~ns withnut cle·hah•. Spi!•s slucul;l 
cl<'finit~ly unt pa'rtidp:clc• in till' l>ctlin··tlc·cision·making PfOCt'SS, nor shuulcltlwr l:cke· 
llu·ir {'asc•s lu tlu· 11uhlil·. Wlwn that nn·urs, 31though stoning is pas~\ the· pc·uplc· arc· 
like·h· - lu lhrnw HJ!ural.in· rt»<·h at tilt' wrong people for the· wruu~:. rc·asmts. 

It can llt• :rr~cweltlc:ct itu· Muse-s UJ>c•ration suffered from <:nmplic ·:c tiuu~ tical arose· 
l>t-t·auSt• of nvc·rsi~:ht :mel pulitk :d i:-•sue•s. Th~ selection of lwt>lw ~Pit~. urw I rum c·:,dt 
uf lht" h\•t•lvc• lrillt-s. w:·cs prubablr mnlivatt"ll b}· DOiitic3l {·ousiclc•r:cliun~. ;cud tlce· \'e•r}· 
Sl>t'l'ific instrm:tiuns ..:in·n br Muse-s tu tht' spies were probahlr lle ·c·r ·~s:crr irc urclc·r lu 
ddine lht> S1>t'dfit• uhje'l.·ti\'e'S :mtl pmcedurt'S ~n order to. nbt:.in ;cppru,·;cl frnm tl

11
• 

lwc•lve tribt-s. t\lltlu· lsr:wlile'S kuc·w that the operation was to e)l'{'llf. "'''" was ~niu~. 
ami what the~· wt:rt• In ac.·t-clllll>lish un the mission. Whe~ th«>\· r&·h;r_cu"(l. tlce•ir rc>t)llft 
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w., l;k,Le m•de in oubHc, the <esults of wh;ch h••• been noted mHe.. It ;, 
noteworthy that the spies successfully accomplished all mission objectives. The point at 
which th1e Moses operation actually {ailed can be traced to the negative comments 
made du~ing the public ''mission debriefing." Taken overall, it can be argued that the 
negativelreport of the spies and the loss of control over the situation was actually 
stimulated because of too much oversight and the tightly controlled administrative 
proceduies used. In summary, this episode is a classic eJ~ample of an operation that 

was suc~essful, but in which the .. patient" died . 

. The~ contrasts oHered by the Joshua operation are startling. Joshua certainly did 
not hav~ an oversight problem, nor did he worry about defining a politically 
acceptable mission scenario. His spies were sen\ in secret, were given absolutely 
minimatlinstructions, "Co, view the land, especially Jericho," and reported back only 
to Joshua. The operational scenario could hardly have been predicted, and if il could. 
it is Qu~slionable that it would have been met with approval. Joshua handled all 
administ1rative matters alone, provided flexible and responsive support to his spies by 

I keeping their bargain. and made the necessary judgments reQuired to successfully lead 
his peopie to victory. From a purely administrative point o{ view, the Joshua mission 

. I was a nightmare; nevertheless. the operation can only be judged as an unqualified 

success. 
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